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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
This crop year just does not “feel”
right to me. We are beginning to harvest
some of the earliest corn, while other fields
just reached the dough stage. A few of the
earliest soybeans look like they will be
ready for the combine in a few days; while
some are just now blooming. Some of the
cotton that was planted late is beginning to
bloom now, while other fields are in cutout.
We just thought things had been wild; but
wait until we begin harvesting corn, cotton,
and soybeans, all at the same time, not to
mention the milo, rice, and peanuts that will
be in the mix as well. At least the harvest
challenges will be stretched out over several
weeks. As we all know, the extended time
can turn into problems with weather.
Corn:

After the long weeks of nurturing
this crop, hoping for and waiting for rain,
irrigating, and watching it endure the effects
of weather, it’s difficult to accept the
maturation and drying down of once-green
fields. I’ve had several calls about concerns
over fertility, diseases, and irrigation that are
largely connected with maturation. Adding
to the confusion is the fact that fields within
the same areas are still green. For people
used to watching cotton remain green
through August and part of September, it’s a
different feeling to see corn getting close to
harvest in early August. It’s a different
scenario now, and corn finishes in a fairly
precise number of days after it emerges from
the soil.
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We’ve seen a lot of variability in
corn this year in stalk height, ear height,
disease reaction, response to fertilization and
irrigation, and other factors. I expect we
will also see differences in yields, some of
which may be easy to explain, while others
may be difficult to accept. I have visited
fields that have overcome some extremes of
adversity to produce well, while others that
“look good from the highway” may be
disappointing when the combine arrives.
This is the result of the most complex mix of
planting dates, replanting, variety selection,
excessive rainfall, heat, drainage, pests,
diseases, and drought that I have
experienced. There is a longer list of factors
that have influenced this corn crop; but it is
too complex to deal with here. Only the
farmers involved will appreciate those
things, some of which are tangible while
others are only in our minds.
Since fields have reached black
layer, I have noticed a lot of areas showing
stalks that have almost collapsed as the
result of stalk rot. Most of this appears to be
charcoal rot; but there are at least two other
kinds as well. Some areas have developed
ear rots; and I expect most of this can be
linked to stress, likely during the hot dry
period, followed by rains that led to these
problems. These diseases will make
harvesting difficult, reduce yields, and
damage grain quality. We need to pay close
attention to this, and identify as many
surrounding factors as possible. These may
include rotation sequence, soil pH, soil
nutrient levels, soil organic matter levels,

variety, and other things. I am rating
variety trials now in an effort to identify
varieties that are able to avoid these
diseases. As I have said before, foliar
diseases that are visible during the season
appear to be hurting the crop; but the latearriving problems probably damage our
yields and quality more than any of the
foliar diseases we have seen this year. I
can’t say whether fungicides reduced stalk
and ear rots. That evaluation is difficult,
given the complex mix of factors.
Soybeans:
Dr. Tom Allen: “Still no rust found in
Mississippi”.
Rain has arrived in time to save most
of the beans that were planted in our usual
planting window. Of course, most of them
were actually planted 2 to 3 weeks later than
normal because of wet spring conditions.
Most of these beans range from mid R4 to
late R6, depending on their maturity group
rating. Pod set has generally been good; but
some of the larger plant types are beginning
to lodge. Fields with “moderate” plant
populations are actually standing better and
setting more beans per plant; but we will
have to wait and see how that translates to
yield.
Disease pressure has generally been
light, with only a little frogeye leaf spot
showing in a few places. There are
individual plants and spots of stem canker in
some fields, and a smattering of other
things; but in general disease has been
lighter this year than any year I can recall. I
believe this surprised all of us following the
shaky beginning we had. I’m waiting for
someone to try and explain this.
Insects have been relatively light
through most of the season; but have begun
to develop in large numbers during the last 2
to 3 weeks. The threecornered alfalfa

leafhopper (TCAH) has exploded in some
fields; and is especially prevalent in areas
where soybeans have not been grown
recently. A few fields in this area have
developed near-threshold levels of
stinkbugs. The combination of loopers,
green clover worms, TCAH, stinkbugs, and
podworms (corn earworms) have justified
insecticide applications in something like
half of the area fields. Others may need
applications during late pod filling.
It’s difficult to say what portion of
the crop received a yield-enhancement
application of fungicide; but my rough
estimate is around 70 percent. This is higher
than usual because of the high prices being
offered. I hope the trend of justification
holds true this year as it has in the past; and
I believe it will prove to be worth the
investment. A few people are considering a
“quality shot” at R6 or early R7; but this
practice is not as consistently justified as the
applications we usually make at R3. Should
we have a wet fall and the development of
pod rots this late application will likely be
worthwhile; but we never know how that
will go. At the moment I tend to think it
may not pay for itself; but if rains begin as
the crop moves into R7 and begins to drop
leaves my opinion may change. This call
will likely depend on the availability of
funds to pay for it. The harvest is going to
be very expensive; and most people are
probably saving their budget for that.
Cotton:
Most of the cotton crop is later than
usual, with something like half of it planted
near the end of May. A few older fields that
did not require replanting after the wet
spring are on track for defoliation at about
our usual time; but most fields will need
every available heat unit they can get to
finish before day length and temperatures
begin to fall. If the global warming
advocates are correct we will be OK; but

I’m not going to bet the farm on that. In
fact, I believe we are already seeing the
signs of fall in the air. We will certainly
have a lot more warm (and hot) weather; but
I think we all know that we are on the back
side of the curve now. It’s time we should
be seeing lots of big bolls; but in many
fields there are bolls on 3 to 4 nodes only.
The upper portion of these plants is still
actively setting squares, blooming, and
setting small bolls. Shed has not been a big
problem so far in fields I have visited. Some
of the areas that were most stressed by lack
of moisture are now producing the
beginnings of regrowth; but the fruiting gap
is not as apparent I we have seen in the past.
Hopefully the crop will compensate and
continue setting harvestable bolls through
the month of August. I know that’s pushing
it; but we have made good crops with late
planting in the past. Given these mediocre
prices, we need every boll that can be set.
Insect pressure has been unusually
light in the Hills this year. As of this week
there were quite a few fields that had not
required insecticide applications at all, and
many more where only one application for
plant bugs has been made. Heliothis activity
has been scattered, with a few applications
being made; but in most cases the levels of
beneficial that had developed in unsprayed
fields were able to deal with them. Plant
bugs have been more active in the Delta; and
some fields have been treated several times.
Scattered mite populations have also been
sprayed. This continues the pattern of
extreme difference between Hill and Delta
fields with regard to insect pests; and I
continue to be amazed by it. The absence of
boll weevils and the reduction in insecticide
use have allowed beneficials to thrive in Hill
country fields. Fire ants have likely been
responsible for much of this; but fields are
filled with many kinds of spiders, ladybugs,
lacewings, big-eyed bugs, and other “good
bugs”. We’ve at least been able to save

some of this usual expense; but herbicides,
seed, technology, fuel, and fertilizers have
more than picked up the slack.
I don’t like to speculate about cotton
acreage; but I have not needed to lately.
Many of you have no cotton this year; and
others have commented to me that none is
likely their plan for next year. The
“experts” are already talking about another
significant acreage drop below the already
record low of this year. Cotton is still the
best adapted crop for this area; but we can’t
grow it by current methods for the prices
being offered. You know that and so do a
lot of other people. I’ve had some ideas
about ways to reduce costs; but none of
them can match the costs you are dealing
with now. Looks like cotton fields may
become very scarce in the old kingdom.
Wheat:
The odds are stacking up against
another big wheat crop. When you consider
the cost of seed, fertilizers, fuel, herbicides,
fungicides, and other factors it barely works.
Then you have to consider the huge basis
charges being placed on the crop at the
elevator. The basis charge alone is
mentioned by many as the big preventive
factor. The other significant factor is that
the establishment of soybeans following the
wheat harvest has again proven to be very
risky. The comments I am getting indicate
that many of you would rather plant
soybeans on time and skip the wheat. Quite
a number of wheat growers have also been
discouraged by freeze damage. The “odds”
against making a respectable profit on wheat
have increased to the point that some are not
willing to accept them.
In the face of the odds, I believe
there is still a place for wheat in our
cropping mix. We have a lot of open land
that is really not suitable for summer crops
because of slope and poor water holding
capacity for summer crops like soybean,

corn, and cotton. With the reduction in the
livestock herd, the amount of this land has
suddenly increased. These fields can be
planted without tillage to wheat. Of course,
many of these fields have poor fertility
numbers; but wheat will also help justify a
few corrective measures that will improve
the land in the long term. These fields may
also be candidates for the use of clovers and
other legumes to supply nitrogen for the
wheat by planting the legumes and wheat in
alternate years. Like it or not, we will
sooner or later be forced into this kind of
farming; and we had just as well go on and
accept it now. Fertilizer prices are not
likely to come down; and if we can extract
nitrogen from the air with legumes we need
to begin soon. We still have to buy lime,
phosphorus, and potassium to sustain crops;
and the savings on N will be a great benefit.
This rotation also has other advantages in
improved soil quality, reduction in the need
for tillage, increased nutrient use efficiency,
and improved moisture retention. This idea
is very old, and is considered by some as a
step backward. However, this and other
“antiquated” methods may be necessary for
our future in crops like wheat, and summer
crops too. I know that most people are not
ready for this kind of thinking; but if
nutrient costs continue to escalate the idea
will find its way into our farming systems.
In Conclusion:
Like it or not, times are changing.
We are creatures of habit, and are most
comfortable when things remain constant;
however we must accept change. In many
ways, we are at the end of an era in
agriculture; and the only way we can survive
is to accept change and deal with it. The
one thing that has not and will not change is

that people must be fed and clothed. At the
moment, we see high commodity prices and
equally high production costs; but these
facts have only increased the risk associated
with farming, without affecting profit
potential very much. In the past, we have
been able to deal with an occasional poor
crop reasonably well; but this is no longer
the case. The investment required for one
crop that is not productive can lead to
financial ruin. Some have already
experienced this, and more will have to deal
with it if we continue to farm as we have in
recent years.
The practices that offer escape from
the seemingly endless increases in costs are
controversial to some; but as I visit with
producers around the area I have seen the
beginnings of trends in that direction. Some
of these ideas are old and some are new.
Some are almost revolutionary, while others
are based on simple common sense. Tillage
reduction, rotation with nitrogen fixing
crops, fertilizer banding, localized seed
production, use of “natural” methods of pest
management, and other ideas are considered
by some to be impossible or even ridiculous.
For now we can only continue as we are; but
the stage is being set for the next episode in
this drama. We will be given the tools to
continue when the time is right. Until then
we must believe that our burdens will never
be too heavy; and that if we keep our faith a
way will be provided. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

“Communism is like prohibition; it sounds like a good idea, but it won’t work.” Will Rogers, 1927

